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Introduction

Women were 30% of the labor force in 1950 and 48.6% of the workforce today. Women are also
currently outpacing men in the attainment of college degrees – 36% of women aged between 2529 years have a bachelor’s degree compared to 28% of males in the same age group and have
surpassed men in college graduation rates. Despite these growing numbers, women have yet to
reach a critical mass in leadership positions. Women represent less than 5% of CEOs in Fortune
500 companies. Out of 195 state heads around the world, only 15 are currently women. Less than
20% of members of the US Congress are women, and women hold only 21% of US Senate seats.
Even in the nonprofit world where more than 75% of all workers and volunteers are women,
only 45% of women will go on to secure a top position and only 21% of these CEOs will have
access to budgets of $25 million or more (Renock, 2017).

Certainly, women have come a long way since first gaining voting rights in 1920.
However, we live in interesting times, and challenges remain. Women continue to be stereotyped
as unfit for certain jobs because of biological reasons. Women continue to be subject to issues of
the glass ceiling and glass cliffs, and inequities persist as women earn 77 cents to a dollar when
compared with their male counterparts. Clearly, we have not achieved gender parity in the
workplace. Moreover, leadership continues to be viewed as a masculine trait (Eagly & Karau,
2002). The “think manager think male” paradigm is dominant in organizations, continuing to
pose challenges for women who aspire to or are currently in leadership roles (Ryan et al., 2016).
Stivers (1993) argued that “these images not only have masculine features but help to
keep in place or bestow political and economic privileges on the bearers of culturally masculine
qualities at the expense of those who display culturally feminine ones” (p. 84). Indeed,
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workplaces in the public sector remain gendered (Connell, 2006; Guy & Newman, 2004;
Riccucci, 2009; Sabharwal, 2015) challenging the neutrality of public administration. Although
Stivers’ work on gender images in 1993 laid the foundation for feminist theorists in public
administration, the questions posed in this chapter are: What are some of the challenges women
leaders in public administration encounter? What are the gender differences that persist in the
field? The chapter will also discuss the implications of research in gender and leadership on
scholarship and practice of public administration. Thus, we provide a detailed narrative based on
the characterization of women and leadership in the public administration literature and beyond.

Barriers Encountered by Women in Reaching Leadership Positions

Given the vast amount written on the challenges women face in attempting to break
leadership barriers, a chapter in itself can hardly capture the entire body of work; we therefore
offer a summary of the literature on this important and vastly written about area. We adopt the
impediments women face in rising to leadership positions from Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) who
classified barriers into three levels – macro, meso and micro. Macro factors are societal, meso
are organizational or group level and micro are individual barriers that prevent women from
rising to leadership positions. Diehl and Dzubinski (2016) identified 27 barriers across 3 levels;
we add 3 other barriers at the meso level as important contributions (Basford, Offerman &
Behrend, 2014; Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Holder, Jackson, & Ponterotto, 2015; Kerr, Miller &
Reid, 2002 Mavin, Grandy & Williams, 2014;; Reid, Miller & Kerr, 2004; Sabharwal, 2015),
these are – 1) occupational segregation, 2) microaggression, and 3) second -generation bias.
Additionally, we modified workplace harassment to include bullying. It is important to note that
factors identified in Figure 1 can be present in multiple levels. For example, occupational
segregation, while a meso factor, can be considered a macro factor as well since societal norms
3

might continue to pigeonhole women and men into certain occupations (e.g. we see women in
mostly care-taking kinds of jobs such as teaching, nursing, social workers, childcare workers,
etc.). While we cannot explain all the 30 factors identified, we will focus on a few factors that
are well established in the literature across the three levels. Thus, the next section will discuss
some of the factors that create gender imbalances in leadership positions.

Women in Leadership Barriers: Macro Level

Gender Stereotypes: While examining gender within the workplace, it is important to consider
how gender stereotypes may contribute to a selection bias during the hiring or promotion
process. Both genders are associated with stereotypical expectations, assumptions, and
associations. Whether women express leadership styles in congruence with their gender depends
heavily on the societal norms and the perceptions of gendered nature that exists within
organizations. Social role theory (Eagly, 1987) purports that there is an expectation for women to
be more sympathetic, compassionate, sensitive, nurturing than their male counterparts – termed
as communal behaviors, while men are expected to exhibit agentic behaviors that are assertive,
ambitious, controlling, confident, and independent. When incongruence exists within these
expected sex roles, it results in differing organizational outcomes (e.g. evaluations, promotion,
turnover, etc.) (Eagly, Wood, & Diekman, 2000; Heilman, 2001; Johnson e.t al., 2008;
Sabharwal, 2015; Sabharwal, Levine & D’Agostino, 2018). Since stereotypical male
characteristics are similar to the stereotypical characteristics of strong leaders (Ryan et, al.,
2016), a selection bias could prove to be beneficial to men and detrimental to women. The
“think-manager-think-male” association suggests that male employees are viewed more
favorably than women for leadership positions and considered superior leaders based on male
stereotypes (Schein, 1973). Thus, men and women inherently take on stereotypical leadership
4

styles in most leadership positions; these leadership positions can range from managerial to
elected positions in local, state, and federal government.

Women in Leadership Barriers: Meso Level
Glass Ceiling and Glass Cliff: The most researched and written aspect of gender and leadership
is glass ceiling, a term that describes the invisible social barriers that women and minorities
experience which prevents them from reaching leadership positions (Bullard & Wright, 1993;
Cornwell & Kellough, 1994; Crum & Naff, 1997; Kellough, 1989; Lewis & Emmert, 1986;
Lewis & Nice, 1994; Mani, 1997; Naff, 1994; Naff & Thomas, 1994; Newman, 1994; Pfeffer &
Davis-Blake, 1987; Reid, Kerr & Miller, 2003; Wilson, 2002). Glass ceiling, while a term
popularized in the private sector, is commonly used in the public and nonprofits. Given the
prominence this issue garnered in the government sector, President Bush appointed a 21 member
Federal Glass Ceiling Commission to investigate the barriers women and minorities confront
while advancing to senior positions. The report further confirmed the presence of a ceiling and
noted several of the aforementioned challenges. Since then the government has put together
several committees and reports addressing these challenges (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2005;
Equal Opportunities Commission, 2002). Most recently, the Merit Systems Protection Board
(2011) in their report titled: Women in the Federal Government: Ambitions and Achievements
reported the changes and developments that women in the federal workforce have witnessed
since 1992. In 2009, women held 44 percent of the positions in professional and administrative
ranks and 30 percent of the SES, reflecting a threefold increase from 1992. The report finds that
the glass ceiling has been fractured but not completely shattered. Additionally, the report finds
that discrimination and stereotypes have less to contribute to the ceiling when compared with
factors such as past experiences and assignments, type of occupation, geographic mobility,
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work/life responsibilities, and willingness to serve in supervisory roles. While much is written on
glass ceiling and related concepts (glass walls, sticky floors, glass elevator, and glass labyrinth)
there is no denying that some women break through this invisible barrier and those who do are
now faced with a glass cliff (Ryan & Haslam, 2005; Sabharwal, 2015). While glass cliffs are
specific challenges that women face when in leadership positions, there is no consensus on the
challenges that cause the leadership gap in the first place. Only a few studies in the public sector
examined glass cliffs (Sabharwal, 2015; Smith, 2015). Glass cliff is defined as a phenomenon
wherein “women may be preferentially placed in leadership roles that are associated with an
increased risk of negative consequences. As a result, to the extent that they are achieving
leadership roles, these may be more precarious than those occupied by men” (Ryan & Haslam,
2005, p. 83). Risky leadership positions are associated with higher turnover rates and increased
organizational instability, since organizational success is often attributed to the actions of its
leaders (Meindl, Ehrlich, & Dukerich, 1985), the glass cliff poses significant implications on the
careers of women entering these positions.

Second-generation Bias: Organizational research has shifted from first generation discrimination
to second-generation gender bias to understand the lack and continuous underrepresentation of
women in leadership positions. Second-generation forms of gender bias, is defined as the subtle,
less explicit, and often unintentional, invisible barriers to women’s advancement that arise from
cultural beliefs about gender, as well as workplace structures, practices, and patterns of
interaction that inadvertently favor men (Calás & Smircich, 2009; Ely & Meyerson, 2000; Kolb
& McGinn, 2009; Sturm, 2001). Ely et. al (2011) depict the concept of gender not as an
individual characteristic or basis of discrimination, but as a ‘set of social relations enacted across
a range of social practices that exist within and outside of formal organizations”(113); gender is
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socially constructed and not static (Acker & Van Houten, 1974). Social practices include ‘formal
policies and procedures to informal patterns of everyday interaction, within formal
organizations’ that have predominantly been created ‘by and for men” (Acker, 1990; Bailyn,
1993; West & Zimmerman, 1987). These social practices may appear gender neutral, as they the
‘sine qua non of organizational life” (Ely et. al. 2011) but instead, they (the social practices)
represent a gendered social order, where ‘masculinity’ dominates, ‘because they grow out of
men’s lives’ and reflect the existing social relations--therefore the social practices are gendered
and tend to favor men in subtle ways (Ely, et. al. 2011).
Women in Leadership Barriers: Micro Level

Work life conflict: Work-life harmony is in conflict with the changing roles of women in the
workplace. Traditionally, men were the “breadwinners” and women the “homemaker” or the
“caregiver.” However, these roles are changing and while men continue to be the primary source
of household income, the percentage of women contributing to the household income is rising. In
1960, 11% of women (with children under the age of eighteen) were the primary source of
income for their families; this percentage has risen to 40% in 2014 (Geiger & Parker, 2018).
These changing roles have triggered many to question the “balance” that women are expected to
display between their work and home lives (Tower & Alkadry 2008; Sabattini & Crosby, 2008).
Women often choose to not take-up leadership positions or put their career on hold as they are
faced with a motherhood penalty at work. Women despite having career jobs, are of ten the
caretakers of their children and parents, and when confronted with a choice to choose between
career and family, most choose the latter (Eagly & Carli 2007; Hewlett, Luce & West, 2005).
The social costs related to women and men working in similar fields and positions are different
by gender. Women as compared to men are more likely to get divorced, spend more time than
7

men working on household chores, and are more likely to delay getting married or having
children (Tower & Alkadry, 2008). Male married directors spend 2.05 hours/week less than
female married directors on housework, similarly female married supervisors spent 3.6
hours/week more than male married supervisors on household work (Tower & Alkadry, 2008).
Majority of men are not faced with a choice between their careers and family. Women are often
told – they cannot “have it all” or they have to go on the “mommy track” to slow their career
progress in exchange for spending more time with their children. Despite the fact that women
constitute 48% of the workforce today, most organizations are designed for male workers,
cascading the challenges women face in “balancing” work and family lives.

Figure 1: Barriers to Leadership based on Gender (Adapted from Diehl and Dzubinski, 2016)
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Implications and Recommendations
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Women entering a leadership role are faced with the dilemma of womanhood versus
leadership. The mainstream understanding of leadership fits the image of male professionals
often characterized as assertive, confident, bold and visionary (Stivers, 1995). As highlighted by
Aldoory and Toth (2004) incongruent behaviors, such as women displaying masculine leadership
traits are perceived as ineffective. These leadership stereotypes borne out in the media’s
historical portrayals of women in domestic roles and men in positions of power, whether the
result of unconscious and conscious gender bias, help to create our worldview, establish social
norms and perpetuate women’s underrepresentation in the public sector (Stivers, 2002). Thus,
the entire notion of leadership through a gendered lens is subject to question. Scholars must view
leadership as a concept that is fluid, not simply between genders or positions of power but
differing in diverse social, political, and cultural settings. Acknowledging the gendered nature of
leadership and organizations from a more critical perspective is essential for institutional changes
to take place if more women are to assume leadership responsibility and ultimately successful
governance of organizations. Ely et. al. (2011) define four categories of social practices that
contribute to a culture of gendered organizations because they ‘place a higher values on the
prototypical male, masculinity identity, or experience.’ The implications of these four categories
are discussed below:
1) Formal policies and procedures including: work rules, labor contracts, managerial directives,
job descriptions, and performance appraisal systems. Examples of formal procedure in
organizations that is oppressively gendered include: a). ‘job descriptions for positions of
authority that call for masculine-gendered traits, such as aggressiveness, independence, and
competitiveness, without consideration of other traits that may be equally or more relevant to the
job requirements; b) Tenure clocks in academia, which coincide with women’s biological clocks.
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2) Informal work practices, norms and patterns of work including the organization’s or work
group’s norm about how work is done, why kinds of relationships are required to complete the
work, the distribution of roles and responsibilities, the information people receive about how to
advance in the organization, and the organization’s tacit criteria for competence, commitment,
and ‘fit’. Examples include: a.) using unrestricted availability to work as evidence of one’s
commitment to the organization, which disadvantages women, who, as the traditional caretakers
of home and family, typically have more demands on their time outside of work; b) using
geographical mobility as a prerequisite to upward mobility is also gendered because, although
applied equally to men and women, it is more limiting for women, who are more likely to be in
dual careers situations than men.
3) Narratives, rhetoric, language and other symbolic expressions of gendered leadership roles –
pay attention to the language used to describe leaders. As professors we are asked to write
recommendation letters regularly, and often times we fall trap to perpetuating existing
stereotypes and use adjectives like - hardworking, caring, compassionate, helpful, and friendly,
when describing female students, while using successful, excellent, accomplished, outstanding,
knowledgeable, confident, and ambitious. in describing a male student (Madera, Hebl & Martin,
2009; Trix & Psenka, 2003). Without an understanding of second generation gender bias, people
are left with stereotypes to explain why women as a group have failed to achieve parity with men
- if they can’t reach the top, it is because they “don’t ask,” are “too nice,” or simply “opt out.”
As a result, issues that arise from second generation gender bias have differential consequences
for groups of women and men.
4) Informal patterns of everyday social interaction refers to how gender bias enters the workforce
in a more subtle and unconscious manner. Instances include when women are designated as the
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note taker during meetings, are disadvantaged as a result of pregnancy, and feel pressured to
balance assertiveness with warmth (King & Jones, 2016).
Making changes at all levels of the society about the gender roles and perceptions of what
a leader looks like has been an on ongoing challenge. While progress is made, we still have a
long way to go before women feel like they are not penalized for motherhood or for their
leadership style. Schachter (2017) argues that gender remains a systematic barrier to
advancement and calls on MPA programs to incorporate second generation bias issues into the
curriculum that focus on the actual experiences of men and women in public workplaces. As
educators, scholars and practitioners in public administration, it is our responsibility to be
mindful of the language and rhetoric that we use with our students, both male and female around
issues of gender and leadership. Being mindful of the subtle ways that we may set different
standards and expectations of women leaders, recognizing our own biases and thinking
differently about leadership is important if we want to create inclusive work environments.
Leadership is not about classifying men and women based on certain traits, it is situational and
contextual and there is no one “ideal” form of leadership (Bierema, 2016; Kelly et al., 2010;
Reid, 2015). Creating a certain imagery about leadership puts unwarranted pressures on women
to conform to that ideal. Instead, we should start conversations about what an effective leader
looks like in a certain context and situation.
Academic Instruction
Research has indicated (Burnier, 2005; Schachter, 2017), the importance of MPA
education in addressing diversity and gender imbalances through increased attention to the role
of women in leadership positions. Although the number of women obtaining MPA degrees has
increased the number of women in leadership positions has stagnated. Recommendations for
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resolving this dilemma can be gleaned from research that focuses on teaching public
administration.
A recent study by D’Agostino et. al. (Manuscript submitted for publication) [1] suggests
that MPA programs should offer courses that introduce the concept of gender in negotiation in
organizations, with a focus on second generation gender bias. That is, the taken for granted
organizational and social practices (Ibarra, Ely & Kolb, 2013b) that are hard to detect and
contribute to the lack inclusion and progression of women to leadership positions. Their findings
reveal that 34.7% of participating MPA Directors indicated negotiation skills are taught in the
MPA Program: informal negotiation (81.5%), building collaborative planning and policy
strategies (77.8%) , dealing with complex issues (77.8%), and negotiating and resolving public
disputes (55.6%) were the most common negotiation skills taught by the programs.
Furthermore, of those programs that teach negotiation, only 34.6% specifically address gender in
negotiation: negotiation and career implications (66.7%), gender roles and stereotypes (66.7%)
and gender stereotypes and negotiation (55.6%). None of the programs address second
generation gender bias. The authors recommend MPA Directors and faculty incorporate recent
management literature on second generation bias into their syllabus and develop courses in
negotiation that address the topic and skills relevant to gender in negotiation.
However, additional research highlights the challenges to including “cutting edge” and
diverse research into course syllabi (Schachter, 2017). Most recently Evans (2018) analyzed
course syllabi in MPA ethics courses to understand the gender representation of MPA programs.
She determined that over 73% percent of authors (solo and co-authored) were male and 26.7%
were women (N=671). A more granular analysis reveals that while authorship is not equitable,
the largest percentage of women authors in required readings are journal articles (48%).
Similarly, Hatch (2018) conducts a content analysis of required introductory course syllabi in
13

MPA programs to determine how the curriculum addresses gender diversity. Hatch’s results
determine that the majority of assigned readings were by male authors , 81.7% and the highest
percentage of female authors assigned by a female instructors was 38.3% compared to 41.9% of
female authors assigned by male professors. The Evans (2018) and Hatch (2018) findings
amplify Scutelnicu and Knepper (2018) assertion that gender diversity of authorship, and who is
referenced in scholarship, must be considered when educating public administrators (2018).
Hatch (2018) proposes several recommendations that are relevant when considering how to
diversify required readings and include gender in negotiation skills and knowledge in MPA
curriculum:
1. Instructors can make a conscious effort to include more female authors in their curriculum.
Hatch suggest instructors ask themselves, what are modern scholars saying about the classics and
how are the interpretations of key concepts changing?
2. NASPAA could create a repository of model syllabi or a spreadsheet with work by female
authors and feminist readings to assist instructors looking to diversify their curriculum.
3. Incorporate stories to emphasize diverse narratives and lived experience in the MPA
curriculum by inviting guest speakers into the classroom.
4. One-on-one student interactions including requiring students to interview public
administrators about diversity in the workplace.
5. Including simulations and class activities and case studies in the curriculum.

Scholarship

“I don’t think a woman should be in any government job whatsoever…mainly because they are
erratic. And emotional. Men are erratic and emotional, too, but the point is a woman is more
likely to be.” (President Nixon on appointing a woman on the Supreme Court).
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We have certainly come a long way since President Nixon made that statement. Today
1/3rd of the Supreme Court justices are women; in 2014, women comprised 34% of the Senior
Executive Service, which close to tripled from 12% in 1992. The 116 th US Congress comprises
of 24% women (127 women), which almost doubled from the 105th Congress in 1997 (Center for
American Women and Politics, nd http://cawp.rutgers.edu/history-women-us-congress). Despite
this progress, the US has never elected a woman president. The numbers around the world are
not encouraging either, only 6.3% of the total number of state heads around the globe are
women. The stereotypes and biases that exist at the macro, meso and micro level continue to
serve as barriers for women entering and succeeding in leadership positions. Women leaders
often find themselves in a double-bind position when they exhibit either masculine (agentic) or
feminine (communal) leadership traits. Women leaders who are more assertive, ambitious,
dominant or self-confident are blamed for not being feminine enough, and women leaders who
are friendly, compassionate, helpful etc. are blamed for being too soft and not “leader” like (Guy,
2011). Gender stereotypes also penetrate the scholarship in public administration.

Irrespective of the discipline, scholarship and research is dictated by the gatekeepers of
the field, i.e. journal editors. Feeney (2015) reported that there was no woman in a managing
editor position for the 11 key PA journals she examined in 2014. While that number has
changed, today; 6 out of the top 24 PA journals have a woman as an editor/co-editor in chief, the
field continues to be dominated by male members serving as editors-in-chief or on editorial
boards (Feeney, Carson & Dickerson, 2018). Similar underrepresentation was reported by
Scutelnicu and Knepper (2018) in examining 618 articles published in Journal of Public
Administration Research and Theory (JPART), and the Public Performance and Management
Review (PPMR) from 2004 to 2013. The authors found that women were underrepresented as
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solo authors, lead authors and among the top 10 authors in these two journals. Women faculty in
PA are also less likely to reach full professor positions and be in supervisory or leadership roles
(Sabharwal, 2011). In examining the percentages of women as dean/chair/director of NASPAA
accredited programs, we find that 37% women versus 63% of males are in these leadership roles.
These numbers point to the current state of the discipline and, as Feeney et al. (2018) argue, are
suggestive of the diversity and the values of our discipline. The authors further assert that – “Our
journals are the creation and embodiment of the people they represent—thus we must work on
making them more representative” (p. 53).
Schachter (2017) found that none of the introductory textbooks nor leadership courses in
public administration provided our master’s students with a gendered perspective of the
workplace, gender based stereotypes and second generation bias are not addressed in the
curriculum. The findings confirm results of a previous study on diversity in public administration
curriculum by Sabharwal, Hijal-Moghrabi and Royster (2014). The authors found that of the 177
syllabi they coded only 34, less than one-fifth, even included the term “diversity.” Furthermore,
women faculty were significantly more likely than their male colleagues to include topics related
to gender and race in their teachings. As educators, it is our collective responsibility to teach
students about inclusive organizational practices and sensitize them to the underlying biases,
prejudices and stereotypes that exist at all levels in the society and organizations.

The Practice

The public administration literature refers to representative bureaucracy theory to
understand the importance of diversity in the workplace. Passive and active representation can be
reflected in course syllabi, that is if the course syllabi reflects students gender or race, it may
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impact how they feel and their career choices (Hatch, 2018). This is relevant when considering
the issues women encounter in obtaining and holding leadership positions. Bridging theory and
practice can occur in several ways in public administration. Three examples that are relevant to
women and leadership in public administration include: Section on Women in Public
Administration, (SWPA), Academic Women in Public Administration (AWPA), and Women in
the Public Sector (WPS).
SWPA provides several opportunities to link theory to practice for women in public
administration leadership. Since its inception in 1982 twelve SWPA members have served as
President of the American Society of Public Administration (ASPA) . SWPA provides its
members with the opportunity to increase their visibility by: sponsoring panels at the ASPA
national conference, social media, networking events, and publication in Bridging the Gap. It
also promotes the scholarship and research of its members through it’s National Awards program
recognizing women’s research, leadership and service to the field. In addition, SWPA awards
conference scholarships to students providing them the opportunity to network with leaders in
the field of public administration and cultivates leadership skills of emerging leaders by
providing opportunities to serve on it’s board.
Similarly, one of the goals of Women in the Public Sector (WPS) at John Jay Colleges is
to foster a sustainable consortium of students, faculty, public service practitioners, and
community members to collaborate in personal development, education, research, and outreach
projects for individuals interested in women in public service. It primarily achieves this goal by
inviting a diversity of practitioners and leaders from New York City government to workshops
and speaker series on current issues. WPS Speaker and Workshop series has included Ana
Bermudez, the first Latina Commissioner of the New York City Department of Probations and
Letitia James, former New York City Public Advocate and the first African American and
17

woman to be elected as Attorney General of New York. During the upcoming spring 2019 WPS
will hold a workshop, The Promise and Perils of Mentorship in a #MeToo Era with Dr. Bonnie
Oglensky, author of Ambivalence in Mentorship: An Exploration of Emotional Complexities.
This workshop will cover pragmatic concerns surrounding mentoring, such as how to cultivate
positive mentorship dynamics, how to respond to negative mentorship dynamics, and other
#MeToo related topics. Most instructors use these sessions to supplement their coursework and
encourage student attendance.
The promotion and sharing of academic teaching, practice and research is the primary
focus of Academic Women in Public Administration (AWPA) to address gender issues and raise
awareness of women in the field. AWPA hosted a series of #MeToo panels during 2018 at
conferences including the Academy of Management and Network of Schools of Public Policy,
Affairs, and Administration conference to engage leaders in the field in a discussion about
challenges, issues and solutions occuring in higher education and beyond. Women are
encouraged to promote themselves by posting on social media using relevant #hashtags, and
presenting at conferences, and cite their scholarship and include their scholarship in course
syllabi.
Advancing gender equity through engagement [1]
Although advancing gender roles and perceptions of what a leader looks like has been an
ongoing challenge, several examples illustrate how practitioner, government official, and
academic engagement has upended the “think manager think male” standard. For example,
several Obama Administration initiatives emphasized breaking down barriers for women (and
girls) to become engaged leaders including promoting the visibility of women in media and
across industries and sectors, (e.g. in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM), media,
agriculture, transportation, climate, and business; overcoming barriers in the military by opening
18

all combat roles to women; designating the Sewall-Belmont House as the Belmont-Paul
Women’s Equality National Monument, and ensuring representation of women on U.S. currency
(The White House Summit, 2016). Comprised of City Managers, County Administrators, Town
Managers and other local government practitioners from across the country, The League of
Women in Government is one example of a 501(c)3 not-for-profit organization, which supports
local and statewide organizations that advance women in local government to senior executive
leadership. Leadership Trailblazer Awards nominees are submitted annually by local
government professionals who nominate female colleagues to be recognized on a national scale
(https://www.leagueofwomeningovernment.org/about/).
In academia, Sapp (2018) discusses the important role of female mentorship outside the
classroom including taking on the role of internship supervisor, serving community
organizations, and bringing students to academic conferences. The American Association of
University Women (AAUW), for instance, invites colleges and universities to host an “AAUW
Start Smart” workshop to teach college students the skills and resources they need to ask for and
receive fair pay upon entering the job market. Likewise, city and state government practitioners,
including local professional, community organization and nonprofit managers have the
opportunity to host an “AAUW Work Smart” workshop designed to help working women
negotiate for a new job, raise, or promotion. [1] Mentors should submit strong recommendations
on behalf of female students for prestigious internships and fellowships opportunities such as the
UN Women Internship Programme, Mariam K. Chamberlain Fellowship in Women and Public
Policy, and The Congressional Fellowships on Women and Public Policy, to name a few.
Indeed, the importance of engaging women through mentoring activities cannot be overstated.
As Meschitti and Lawton-Smith (2017) point out, mentoring is not only a resource for fostering
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academic careers, but also an input for orienting academia towards policies supporting diversity
and gender equality (p. 182).

Conclusion and Next Steps

The status of women in public administration leadership positions is constantly being
reevaluated. Are there more women in leadership positions? How can we assure the success of
women in leadership positions? How do the broader societal and organizational structures need
to reflect and support the challenges women in leadership positions encounter? From a public
administration perspective, the interest in addressing these questions is beyond individual or
organizational success and focuses on equity and quality of life. The barriers encountered by
women in leadership positions are at the societal (macro), organizational (meso) and individual
(level). Regardless of the level, the research clearly communicates that structures limit leadership
opportunities for women (Feeney, 2015) and the stereotypes, images (Stivers, 1993) and bias
contribute to perpetuating challenges and obstacles that women encounter in the workplace.
However, research also supports the MPA degree as key in addressing these barriers (Hatch
2018; D’Agostino, et. al. submitted manuscript). Beyond the classroom, opportunities for
bridging theory and practice provide students and women the occasion to not only increase their
visibility in the field but also develop key gender competency and networking skills necessary
for successful leadership. As more women lead we need to look to them and their experiences
and stories for suggestions, best practices, and policies to refashion the issues and problems that
contribute to the glass ceiling and glass cliff.
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